Oral History Interview: J. Harry Baker by Baker, J. Harry
Marshall University 
Marshall Digital Scholar 
0064: Marshall University Oral History 
Collection Digitized Manuscript Collections 
1975 
Oral History Interview: J. Harry Baker 
J. Harry Baker 
Follow this and additional works at: https://mds.marshall.edu/oral_history 
Recommended Citation 
Marshall University Special Collections, OH64-135, Huntington, WV. 
This Book is brought to you for free and open access by the Digitized Manuscript Collections at Marshall Digital 
Scholar. It has been accepted for inclusion in 0064: Marshall University Oral History Collection by an authorized 
administrator of Marshall Digital Scholar. For more information, please contact zhangj@marshall.edu. 
MARSHALL UNIVERSITY 
JAMES E. MORROW LIBRARY 
HUNTINGTON, WE:ST VIRGINIA 25?01 ASSOCIATES 
ORAL HISTORY 
GIFT AND RELEASE AGREEMENT 
o f __ ,_! _-i_· __ ;_i 1_· , ______ , grant, convey, and transfer to the James E. 
Morrow Library Associates, a division of The Marshall University Foundation, 
Inc. , an educational and eleemosynary institution, all my right, title, 
interest, and literary property rights in and to my testimony recorded on 
v7< 
19_ 1 0_ , to be used for scholarly purposes, including 
study and rights to reproduction. 





Closed for a period of 
Closed for my lifetime. 
_____ years. 
J 
(Signature - Witness) 
1iiiii1tiJ1i11lll 
1170324921 
AN INTERVIEW WITH 
J. HARRY BAKER 
CONDUCTED BY 
SANDRA SUE HUFF 
HUNTINGTON, WEST VIRGINIA 
DECEMBER~. 1975 
TRANSCRIBED BY 
RICHARD L. DA VEY 
J. Harry Baker 1 
JHB: ... Methodist Church, Altizer Addition, city of Huntington, West 
Virginia. I was born in Clifton Forge, Virginia, on the twenty -fifth day 
of October in the year 1900. Clifton Forge was a small town. The 
population was very small. The main industry perhaps was the railroad 
that passed through the town. However, I do not remember very much 
about Clifton Forge, Virginia, for we moved twelve miles further west 
and for fifteen years we lived in a little town--Covington, Virginia. This 
too was a very small town, however there was in addition to the railroad 
passing through the town and ... the West Virginia Pulp and Paper 
Company and several other small industries, ah, afforded a means of 
making a living for quite a few people. It was in Covington that I received 
my elementary education. I remember those days very well. They were 
days which the regular daily trip to the school required walking from 
a mile and a half ... a time when we carried our lunch, and also on 
special occasions we were able to somehow get together a nickel or a 
dime and we could go to the bakery and buy perhaps a bun or two for our 
noon day meal. After school, the return trip was just as long as the 
trip to school and we had another mile and a half to travel. These were 
in the days when there were no buses. The only means of transportation 
was horse and buggy or use the good ol' feet that somehow seemed to 
get you out and bring you back if you had enough endurance to keep them 
moving. We lived in Covington for perhaps ... oh, nine, ten years. 
When I finish school was a good life, the discipline was quite severe. 
I remember back to the days of the very early days of my experience 
in school when we would go afoul of the teacher's wishes and I got the 
ruler or got the paddle ... a good sting as it came in contact with the 
palm of your hand. And every now and then we remember when we had 
a teacher who had just about reached the end of her endurance we got 
a whack across the head. ~uite a change from today. Personally I believe 
the child whose teacher does discipline him is a very fortunate individual. 
For while the feeling might not be so good at the time that the punishment 
was inflicted, it certainly did do good in conditioning our lives to meet, 
ah, problems of life that would come later, and even today I feel the 
benefit of the strict discipline I, I found in the schooling in the days of 
my boyhood. 
Recreational activities in my childhood days were, were perhaps only 
two forms of recreation that I remember very clearly and that was baseball 
and sometimes football. You see, in those days we did not have time 
to do the things that young people do in the latter part of this century. 
But .... after school there were many jobs, oh, to be performed at 
home. We did not have the fuel that we have today. Gas was unheard 
of, electricity was for those and only those who had a means of purchasing 
it. Therefore, we remember tbe evenings and the nights of the oil lamp. 
And well do I remember darkened, blackened lamp shades, how I had 
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to polish them, ah, and wipe inside and see that the light that came from 
the lamp in the evening was, was brilliant enough that we could read and 
see by. 
Not only do we remember the old fashioned lamp with its chimney and the 
means of illumination that required constant care, we also remember, 
the fuel that we used in those days. In the present day you push a button, 
you, the old burner turns red and you can go ahead and cook. But back 
early in those days, you build a fire in an old stove and you chopped wood, 
you carried wood, you fed the little fire for hours at a time and then in 
the evening time when all the work was over you brought in another log 
and you put it on the fireplace and, well into the midst of a severe winter 
we enjoyed the warmth of an open fireplace. All in all, life was a good 
life in those days. Certainly we did not have the things that we have in 
the days in which we live. But this way of life was a good life and laid 
The foundations upon which we could build a life that would be able to 
cope with the situations that we come in contact with in our present, ah, 
day. As a boy, I remember the good times that we had as a family. 
There were two brothers and two sisters in the family. We didn't have 
very much time to travel and become a pa rt of the social life of even a 
small time, er" town. There were a lot of things we had to do in order 
to help our parents and the work load of the average home at that time. 
Specially during the summer time; many times we would have like to have 
been playing ball, but the garden needed weeding and if you don't know 
just how aggravating it can be, let me say unto you there's no dirt as 
hard to break up as the garden that's been plowed while it's still wet. 
And the clods become so hard that it took not only time but a lot of effort 
to prepare the garden that it might produce a crop. It was odd, good 
success with as many children working and hoeing and pulling weeds and 
then helping their mother in the home with the other things that a mother 
has to do. And the father after coming home, working twelve hours a day, 
helping him long after the daylight hours had faded and the night had come 
upon the scene, there was still much work. 
But we always managed to have an hour or two before bedtime in which 
we could visit the family. We remember very distinctly the open fireplace 
with which warmth ... We remember very distinctly the good times 
we had in front of our open fireplace, roasting the sweet potatoes in the 
ashes of the old grate, the popping of corn, pulling of t affy, making popcorn 
balls, and this too was important. Because as in the year nineteen seventy-
six, so it was in the years nineteen hundred and ten, eleven to twelve; 
Christmas would come around. Here again we could not go to the corner 
and buy a Christmas tree , we had to go to the woods and chop one down, 
drag it back home and boy, we did get a big one, only to find out that the 
larger the tree, the more trimmings was necessary that there might 
be a gorgeous something on Christmas morning. And so 'fore the 
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Christmas, many evenings were spent making streamers from paper, 
stringing popcorn, and fashioning wool strings into streamers of paper, 
and, ah, candles in such a way that the tree would be what a Christmas 
tree ought to look like. But all in all, it's not the trimmings or the great 
tree that makes Christmas . really Christmas, it's the love in the heart 
of Mother and Dad and all the children living and working together as 
a family unit. 
And so, for quite a few years in the town of Covington we had a very 
normal life, ah, those who lived in that age. From the very beginning 
of my life, though, I remember the Sunday School. I remember that 
this was not a question of choice on the Sabbath Day, this was just something 
that you did. And we did this religiously. At eight years old, in the 
year 1908, in the spring of the year, I heard an old-fashioned preacher 
telling about a Hell that we should shun and a Heaven that we should strive 
for. And he laid down the rules of what was necessary to follow in order 
that we might one day become a part of the Heaven. We didn't want any 
part of the Hell. And somehow we did feel like honest ... saw in our 
hearts the feeling at that age. Until the things that we didn't believe was 
just right even in a young boy's life. And so we gave our heart to the 
Lord. And really I've never regretted to this day that decision. This 
is not to say now that all of those yea rs we've been living at the foot of 
the Cross, no, like so many well, well, only to find we were not as loyal 
and dedicated to the church as we should have been, and this situation 
continued until about the age of eighteen at which time why we felt a strong 
urge to straighten things out with the Lord. And so it was about nineteen 
hundred and eighteen that we dedicated our heart, ah, to the Lord, and ... 
But to go back for a few years in the year nineteen hundred and fourteen, 
why about the time of World War I, my father transferred, or was transferred 
from his job to a little community of Hopewell, Virginia. Hopewell, 
Virginia, was a thriving community. Came into existance of ... with 
the war, its main industry was the munitions plant. And the whole family 
moved to Hopewell and through-out a part in nineteen hundred and fifteen, 
and we remained there until the First World War was over. 
In the year nineteen hundred and sixteen (pause) and this was after finishing 
our high school studies, there were a lot of parties. The sixteenth year 
of my life, why I was employed in one these munitions plants and worked 
there until the war was over. 
Now at the close of the war, I left home and went to a little town near 
Williamsburg, Virginia, where I was employed by the government under 
this position of (pause) many items that were used during the war. I 
left Williamsburg, Virginia, ah, I met a young lady whom I later married. 
And our association to this very day has been a most wonderful association 
together. But to go back just a few years. After the close of the war 
and before going to Williamsburg for a short time I travelled and went 
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to other cities in Virginia and finally to West Virginia and then back to 
the east coast ... at Newport News where I worked as an assistant 
secretary to the YMCA for three years. 
After those three years as an assistant secretary I again moved to 
Roanoke, Virginia. And I worked for quite a few years, sometimes as 
a clerk, sometimes in one of the industries there. But later I travelled. 
But later I travelled again to West Virginia and I feel like my association 
in West Virginia has been a good one. The life has been good. 
But during the whole time I remained active in the church. In the year 
nineteen hundred and thirty-six or thirty-eight, (pause) I began preaching. 
And for some fifteen years I filled several pulpits, but up until this time 
had never made really a study of the various theories of the ministry 
that perhaps I should have in the beginning. But to go back just a little 
way. It was during my earlier years in perhaps the year nineteen hundred 
and twenty-eight, twenty-eight or twenty-nine, when I began life in the 
church as a psalm reader. Also I had during this time an orchestra 
which I formed strictly for service within the church itself. And it was 
during one of the psalm services that I felt the call to preach. And I 
answered that call (pause) by beginning with the best of my ability in 
those younger years of my life to preach the gospel. However, as I said 
before it was not until some twelve or thirteen years, thirteen years 
later that I really earnestly began to study what I whould have started 
many years before. I remember very vividly the studies for the ministry. 
Mine was not a college education. Mine was an experience that (pause) 
so many people have been forced to (pause) acquire an education by burning 
midnight oil and I well remember the many nights that those hours went 
on to the very small hours of the morning. Sometimes even falling asleep 
and waking up at the dawn still in the study of the scriptures. For fifteen 
years after that I (pause) organized and held together a little church that 
had been abandoned, and later then becoming affiliated as an ordained 
minister of the Methodist Church of which I am still a minister and I've 
really enjoyed all of the years and all the the experiences that the church 
has afforded. 
Let's think for a few moments about a life in the early years of my life 
and a life of today. The question has been asked "Would you like to go 
back to the old days or are you satisfied and do you like the life that you 
find in the latter part of this century, or at least in the year seventy-six?" 
Well, I remember very vividely the younger years. I remember the hardships 
of the younger years. I remember the fellowship of the younger years 
and the closeness of the family ties in the years gone by, and they were 
good memories. And I've had, er, really a wonderful life, all through 
each of the years that I have lived. However today we find that life is 
different than it was in the years gone by. Ah, of today there are so 
many improvements in the ways of living that somehow it's ... might 
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leave the impression in the minds of some that these are days of primitive 
living. However let me say that basically they were good years. They 
laid a foundation for the living of the days of which we are a part of now. 
And gave us strength to know how to cope with certain situations that 
exist. Also we remember the rough road we travelled. (Pause). We 
also remember the opportunities that have been ours to enjoy the ways 
in which, ah, we want to live. If I may, I would like to go back to, to 
my early boyhood days and talk for a few moments about the family life. 
I'd like to say again there were many things in those days we did not 
have. But somehow we don't count it as a loss. I suppose I believe there 
are many things today we would be just as well off if we didn't have. I 
remember very vividly the family worked as a unit, in order to bring about 
a close relationship, a love within the home that somehow we find missing 
in the days in which we live. I remember too there were conveniences 
that we had in those days and I believe perhaps I reported on earlier. 
But there were many situations in our young (pause) in the days of our 
boyhood that were really good and remained with us throughout all the 
years of our life. (Very long pause.) 
And the family life as a unit especially as we think of recreation. In those 
days we had no TV. I remember the days we had no radio. And so the 
question might be asked, what in the world did you do? 
Well, I remember the days, especially during the winter months (long 
pause) when I learned to enjoy the conversation around the fireplace. 
We remember the family (pause) sings around the old organ and somehow 
it seemed like a night could go by so fast when the family as a family 
gathered together and singed the songs of those days, enjoy the fellowship 
of each other until bedtime. Perhaps they went fast because bedtime 
at that time was about nine o'clock. Very seldom do we remember even 
staying up until eleven o'clock unless it might be on Christmas and we 
were looking for Santy Clause. And a good night's sleep was the result 
of retiring early. It prepared us for the next day and our work and then 
our life in general. Far different than it is today. While in the early 
days of my life a family eats together, we enjoyed many hours together 
as a family unit. Compared to these days . . . these days in which very 
seldom does the entire family sit down and eat together. Seems like 
there's always one missing or two missing. For some social event or 
or an athletic event or golf or bowling or something that always caused 
an empty place around the table. I should think of the person of the past 
that those days could come back when families could worship together 
as a family and families could worship together as a family and families 
could enjoy just being with each other. And others would go back and 
remember, ah, not only the life in the home, but we remember the life 
outside the home. 
We remember too back in those days when neighbors were real, a very 
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vital part of our life, compared to today ... We believe it could be good 
if we could just turn back the pages of time and bring the events of the 
past up to present where neighbors could really know each other as they 
used to know each other. But truly I've been living in the state now for . 
in this last ... as-- , assignment for some six years and I hardly know 
my neighbors. Oh, suddenly a death comes or there is something extraordinary 
happen within the home, why we might, ah, stop in to extend our condolences 
or our congratulations, but other than that it seems like our hours are 
spent on the job and after the job in over around the television until sometimes 
the late, late, late show is over. We wake up early the next morning 
all sleepy, not very well prepared to go on and meet the challenge of the 
day. So all in all our, the early life was a good life and the new life of 
the present day could be, well, so much better if. some of those situations 
in, from the olden days could be experienced again. Still we have to admit 
if we had a choice we would like the life to go on just as it is . . . because 
we often forget that out of the things that have happened we concentrate 
our thin~ing upon the future. That we might use the past as an experience, 
ah, that might better qualify us for the living of the future days. And 
all in all I believe that life today is a good life. It affords a challenge 
and happy is the individual who meets that challenge remembering that 
a part of the responsibility of living is the responsibility of how we react 
to others. 
Just a few words about the religious aspects of our home. Up until the 
day that I left home and eventually was married, certainly religion was 
a very important part of our home life. But after I (pause) or after my 
marriage in nineteen hundred and twenty-two, it has been a very intricate 
part of our home. The religious scene hasn't changed too much. It's 
true that some of our preaching has been very different than the old days, 
I remember the old sermons, hell fire and brimstone, delivered in such 
a manner that you could almost see the smoke ascend from the pulpit. 
And I remember today we do not find too many of those old time preachers 
out there, stand and preach the Word of God specially as it relates to 
judgement. And while it is goo, ah, that the theological though that is 
centered more around love today, I believe it has a great part of the reality 
of the Kingdom of God and we also include the fact that there will be a 
Day of Reckoning. 
And so all in all I still believe that we all ever had good days. One of these 
days when our life is over, the Lord comes back and takes us all to be with 
Him (pause) we will remember that there were many things that we did 
not understand while we lived. We believe in that day we will understand 
all things. 
In the comparision of the social life of our present day (pause) and the 
early nineteen hundreds, we see a decided ... change. (Pause). In 
the early years (pause) it seems like more attention was paid to good 
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clean living than in the days of which we are a part of. We have seen 
life change from (pause) from a fell of music (?) from the early years 
through the years of nineteen hundred and twenty and then from the 
cycle (?) was really the main topic of conversation in the early twenties, 
until your war ... until these latter years when ... you've seen such 
a rapid change especially in the ways of dress. We remember the days 
when shirts were long and dragging the ground. We remember the days 
too when the skirts was, just reached the ankle. We remember the days 
(pause) when no one would think of wearing a garment that did not conceal 
the greater part of the limb. And in these latter years we have seen 
the other extreme. We do not defend or condemn either. As though we 
have never believed that the goodness of an individual is reflected in the 
kind of dress he or she wears. But there has been just as much change 
in the attire of the male as there has been in the female. All in all we 
must say that this is a ... only a way of growing up. But there, ah, 
has been that change. And I believe as I look upon life today that it will 
continue to change back and forth. Some ways in which ... or years 
in which (pause) extremes will be the thing, and all in all this has been 
fact a great truth, and what we are being used today. Brainwashed to 
a certain extent by those who are in power and control the d--, dollars, 
for no sooner than one star that's firmly fixed in the mind of an individual 
and lo and behold fashion changes. And it goes to the other extreme until 
the designers of the fashions of the world have lined the pockets that match 
those and designs may swing rather rapidly to the other extreme. 
And so in the life of our country in the last seventy- five years there have 
been many many many changes. But all in all we will have to say that 
man is still basically the same. Women are still basically the same. 
More basically the same because they are God's creation and he created 
them this way. And always swaying with the trend of the times. We 
believe that God still rules the world and one of these days that He will 
bring all things to an end and then we can understand why a lot of these 
things just had to be as they were. 
Well, we could go on and talk about the many situations in the early days, 
and let me say right now, in the early days as I remember them there 
was no money. Now, fortunately we were just, ah, be able to keep to living 
out of the living of our days. The days in which we live now, the days of 
five and six thousand dollar automobile, someone might say that ' 'Gee, 
this is an improvement' ' but then you know back in those days we didn't 
have those deferred payments to make. We didn't know anything about 
easy payment that was too large to make. And so we learned a great 
lesson a·s we came over the years. Later on with the many dollars that 
somehow seemed to find a way into the life of America, ah, we find a 
coresponding number of headaches. And the same old problem of knowing 
how to manage the dollars that they have. Jtls still with us today. And 
J. Harry Baker 8 
all in all life will go on, problems will arise and happy is the individual, 
ah, role that realizes this and takes into partnership the wonderful 
leader that will lead him through the maze of this world difficulties until 
he can see the sunlight of a new day. 
Ah, I've think we've had it all. 
SSH: This had been the Reverend Floyd(?) Baker of the Riverview United 
Methodist Church. 
